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URI Athletics Department program
educates students on GLBT issues
BY GUS CANTWELL

News Reporter

University of Rhode Island
Director of Athlellcs Thorr
Bjorn understands the issue of
homophobia 1n sports; he was
once part of the problem.
As a football player at the
University of Massachusetts,
Bjorn said, "I was 'homo-JOkmg', I would iust not understand." Then his sister came out
as a lesbian.
"It made me say, 'I love my
sister' ... from that pmnt on it
was never an ISsue," Bjorn said.
Bjorn helped determme
this year's student-athlete program topic of homosexuality
acceptance. He wanted students to feel more comfortable
in the iocker room and on the
field, without the constant fear
of bemg tormented by teammates or other students.
"I really want our family to
feel safe, welcome, encouraged

to be who they are," Bjorn said.
"Our society hasn't gotten a
sense of how damagmg words
can be."
Followmg the GLBT sit-in
at the Robert L. Carothers
Library
and
Learnmg
Commons 24-hour room last
September. Bjorn decided educating student-athletes
about
homophobia in sports would
be a good idea. The idea for the
program was ongmally mtroduced this past summer by
Associate
Athletic
Director
Gina Sperry and Coordinator of
Violence
Prevention
and
Advocacy
Services
Keith
Labelle. The pair recognized
that homophobia was a ma1or
issue across the country.
"Sometimes people don't
understand the level to which
GLBT
1s
discnmmated
against," Sperry said. "We
wanted to break what people
have perceived as a stereotype."

Today's forecast
45 °F

It's going to
be a windy
day!

Sperry also recommended
brmgmg Esera Tuaolo, a former
NFL player who came out after
his retirement, to speak with
URI' s students and studentathletes. He was chosen largely
because Sperry felt he would be
honest and open with his audience. Tuaolo also spo~e with
coaches and adm1n1strators
about the best ways to make
their athletic envuonments
more 1nclus1ve.
"The coaches were very
receptive to it," Sperry said.
Tuaolo' s presentahon last
Monday mght was a mandatory event for all student-athletes
and the feedback was extremely posillve.
"Once they got there and
participated ... [the students]
were glad they were there," she
said.
"There,. s no better stereotype breaker than [Tuaolo ],"
Continued on page 2

Miss URI men;s basketball
take on Virginia Tech last
night?
See page 4.
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rece1vmg the gifts."
Blackmar says that she
believes that g1vmg to those m
need is the real reason for the
season.
"It's all about bemg thankful and putting a smile on
face,"
someone
else's
Blackmar said.
Donations
are
being
accepted until Dec. 15 and can
be dropped
off at the
MemonaI Un10n Information
Desk
or
the
Carlotti
Adrrumstration
Building,
room 108.
The date and hme of the
collection reception for the
holiday
dnve
has
been
changed and is now on Dec. 14
from 3:30 p.m. to 5 p.m at the
Umvers1ty Club.

Bjorn added. "It's not a football
ISsue ...it's an international cultural issue."
Sperry said that Tuaolo' s
presentation
was the second
part of the program. The first
was a video entitled, "It Gets
Better." Created by URI' s LBTQ
Women's group, the 45-mmute
film was part of a national campaign started dlle to ns1ng suicide rates among homosexuals.
"I remember the atmosphere was very supportive,"
Sperry said of the packed
Edwards Hall Auditorium on
the mght of the film's showing.
The film was student-1mtiated
and featured numerous students and faculty members on
campus.
"It was real people you see
every day/' she said. ult was a
really powerful expenence for
a lot of people here."
Bjorn said that he has
learned a Jot himself through
these events.
"I'm far more aware of the
derogatory language," he said.
uin September, I wasn't as
aware of it as I am now."
The coaches have also been
receptive
to the program.
However, with coaches coming
and going often at umvers1ties,
Sperry said new coaches will

Basketball
From page 4
The Rams were outrebounded by Virgm1a Tech 3329, but Rhode Island was able
to grab three more offensive
boards than the Hokies.
"I thought 1! was a hardfought game,"
URI head
coach Jim Baron said. "We

ferences," she said. "If [they]
don't like that, maybe this rnn't
the place for [them]."
Bjorn and Sperry both
understand that this 1s Just the
begmmng and more work will
need to be done to ensure that
acceptance of those m the
GLBT community does not stay
solely w1thm the athletic
department.
"The key 1s to not JUst
check the box and say we're
done," Bjorn said. "It's got to
become part of our daily lives."
"You continue to tram athletes ...so later they can do the
work," Sperry added.
Sperry also hopes to create
optional training sessions for
all athletic deparhnent faculty
in the future. Tlus would allow
faculty members to become
"safe zones," as p~ople that
members of the GLBT commumty can safely discuss issues
with. She would also like to see
more GLBT-related websites
added to the mam URI website.
uWhen students are lookmg to come to URI, they look at
those web pages," she said.
Sperry 1s considermg
a
focusing on transgender
athletes and the issues that arise
when transgender athletes try
out for teams durmg future
programs. The ultimate goal,
she explained, 1s to n1ake all
students and student-athletes
feel accepted in the commumtv.
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